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ISSUES IN THE EXPLICATION OF COMMUNICATION COMPETENCY

Abstract
This paper examined the'explication of communication competency.
The most common and central element in most existing conceptualiza-

tions is the control orientation. This suggests that.competency is

a function of "the ™ communicagpr‘s“abiIity“to“exert~tontrol over—his—

1 ~. E

" or her phys1caljand social surroundings. Unlike previous discus-

sions, this paper sought to specify the phasesnof the control pro-
N L cess. Six general pha ses were identified° 1) goal-specification;
£ 2) information-acquisition, 3 prediction-making; 4) strategy selec-
) tion; 5) strategy implementation, and 6) environmental testing A
number of subphases or dimensions of each more general phase were
. hypothesized. i
This model of competency was then contrasted to several other_
. ' views of competency in the current literature. It is argued that
substantial ambiguity in- the explication of competency nas arisen
from the tendency to supplement the control orientation with compon-
d ents based on various value orientations. Four commonly ineluded
components of existing conceptualizations nere examined in order to
illustrate this point: 1) rewardingness or supportiveness; 2) K',_ -
identity. maintenance° 3) empathy and perSpective-taking, and 4) '“”,_ 1

e self-disclosure. . A




ISSUES IN THE EXPLICATION OF COMMUNICATION COMPETENCY

-
-

Qo

.Everyday conversatién often céntains references to communication com-
"petence of eff@Etiveness. Statements such as "He is éocially inept," or
"I just don't seem to make many close friends" imply a competence evaluation.
‘Similar, though more abstract, evaluations can be found iq'most intréductory

and’ advanced speech communication texts. Unfortunately, communication com-

petency has often been dangerously.akin to Pirsig's (1974) concept of )
""quality"-- something everyone can recognize but no one can define. Some
treatments of the gonceﬁt have had such atmystical tenor:thaf one is‘almos;
témptéd‘to label the- area as "Zen and theé é;t‘of Communication Competency."

While not denying other modes of inquiry, thg communication scientist

requires a more tporough explication of the coﬁgept. The purpose of the
i

presefit paper 1is jt’d”’prE'S‘Eﬁt“a_Cé‘ﬁtr‘aT‘ fv‘c—mc—br‘p'érspe'cti;re—férthé ‘explica=
- ' tion of competenJy. Although the paﬁer would not presuﬁe to present a

comﬁlete‘expliéaéion, it will examine ana’e;aluation several of the major

‘themes in curfen explications of the concept.l In~doipg so a number of

conceptual linkages and boundaries between the various components of the

competency notion will be drawn.

The Effectance or Control Orientation

N
- The incellectual core of most conceptualizations of communication com-

‘ﬁetence is the conéeptibf effectance or céntrol. Although it is ekplicitiy )

& L]

recognized onl§ rarely, this theme can be seen in many of the tbeoretical

%4

perspectives in contemporary social sScience.
* ¢ 'In its essential form the effectance orientation begins With a recogni=
tion of persons' needs to effect or iqfluepce their environment in some

<

' « '
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fashion: Psychological concepts such as optimal stimulation (Hebb &

Thompson, 1954; Leuba, 1955) and exploratory behavior (woodworth, 1958;

White, 1959). implicitly presume that persons are not passive recipients

’of environmental events. Rather they are active participants who seek
to influence their surroundings in specific ways.

‘A similar theme can also be seen in communication and social psycho- v
1ogica1 perspectives. Exchange theory; for example, carries with it the
assumption that participants have éoals and seek to-attain them. \Exchange
—formulationsﬂpresume'that human interaction is basically manipulative

o

(Wood, Weinstéin & Parker, 1967).

' It would also seem apparent that much of the persuasion and attitude

change literature is concerned with strategies focr controlling the actions.

“theatre with actors playing and improvising performances, we can not assume

or aLLicuaes—of—others—“‘TypoIogIes of power and socIal inflience (e.g.

French & Raven, 1960; Etzioni, 1961; Kelgan, 1961; Marwell & Schmitt, 1969)

/ ) » - E
testify to the richness and variety of-the control theme. e

e

The dramaturgical perspective/of Goffman (1959, -1961, 1969) and others

also implicitly acknowledges this theme. If we view social interaction as

e
o
i

that our "cast" works for nothing. Rather, these intricate' performances are

orchestrated for the fulfillment of persénal goals and needs. Control jover
. , 1

the situation will be a primary motive for the actor (Goffman, 1959).

Comparisons of these theoretical perspectives reveal several common

assumptions. First, persons are not passive with regard to their physicafzcw
N :

. .t a . A
or social environments. Second, persons appear to have a basic need or

i

desire- to effect their env1ronment-- often beyond ‘the fulfillment of primary

needs (White, 1959) Third, this "effectance motivation' takes the form Y




. . ~
of active control or manipulation of the physical and social situation.”
Finally, centrof‘behaviorS'are mobilized toward goal-achievement.

These observations would suggest that competency can be conEeptualized

*

in terms of the communicator's ability to specify and attain goals. This

view is perhaps most succinctly stated by Miller and Steinberg (1975: 62):

s
©

« « . the basic function of all commudication is to
control the environment so as to realize certain
physical, economic or social rewards from it.

It is worth emphasizing that the locus of competency in this formula-
tiom is solidly lodged in the actor's aims (Weinstein, 1969).

-communicator is one who maximizes goal-attainment: This.implies that others'

evaluatlons of the communicator's sensitivity or effectiveness will,ndtw"

always be an adequate measure of cohpetency.

2

3“’ One of the'initial obstacles to a thorough explication of competency.

has been the strong negative connotations for control and manipulation.

¢

These terms are often associated with a lack of concern for the other, with
coldness or cfhelty. Two points might be made about such views. First,

these cohcepts are value-free. As Weinstein (1969) observes, control is

,

relative to the actor'sﬁﬁﬁrpqses. We may wish to control others in order
to exploit ‘or help‘them. The therapist attempting to help his or her client

is no less manipulative or controlling théq the clever used car salesman.

Differences ma§ exist with respect to the nature of the goal, but not to

the need for manipulation or control. : Control simply‘implies that persons

find some consequences of their communication more desirable than others

and' attempt to attain the more desirable outcomes (Miller & Steinberg, 1975).

The competent:




_ Second,. it should be noted that attempts at control are not unilateral.
) AL
Control is not only something we do to others, it is something we do for
and, in collaboration with others. We not only attempt to control others,

-7

but we also are able to resist or aid in their attempts to control us. The
- negative connotation of the concept of control largely ignores its often
. ]

joint or mutual qualities.

In general, the connotations so frequently attached to the control

oﬁientation add conceptually ambiguous dimensions to the concept of com-

petency. A later section of the paper will examine the consequences of
AN
the oft‘n uncr1tica« mixing of-questions of fact with questions of value

— --’“”“hich is encouraged by these connotations. -

SRS
- -

Egolicating the Control Orientation

In order for the control orientation (o provide a heuristic perspective

_on communication couoetency, a more thorough enamination of the process of
control is necessaiy. This section attempts to identify the general process
through which control is operationalized in on*goihg communication situations.
Six genetally sequencial phases in the contfol process are hypothesized.

e

Although they are not indepengent, they do representvrecognizable features

e . . ~

of an on-going process.

X Goal Specification. The concept of goal is-this perspective is very

similar to Weinstein s (1969: 754-755) definition of an "interpersonal task:"

. « . that response or set of responses of alter which
ego is attempting to elicit. Contained in the set.are
covegt as well as overt tasks so that ego may be trying
to get alter to think-or feel something as well as do .
. something. . . . It is assumed -that - in a given encounter,
-4, —an actor has a set of interpersonal tasks, each having a
y theoretically specifiable reward for him.

R ‘ B 7
S T v
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" .ential in attaining rewarding outcomes. Moreover, .enhanced awareness can

‘the failure to achieve the desired ends.

It is assumed that persons make plans regarding their future activities
(cf. Miller, Galenter & Pribram, 1960). These may be elaborate or sketehy.
And although they are not always explicitly articulated, most people can
report that seﬁe set ofvoutcomes would be preferable to others. At least
five relevant dimensions of the‘goal specification proeess can be identi-

fied: 1) awareness; 2) specificity; 3) duration; 4) mutuality;'aed 5)

- realism. -

To suggest that communicators heve goals and make plans is not neces-
sarily to presume that they are alhays highly cénscious-of them. However,
to presume that we only rarely specify or aréitulate our goals is problem-
atic for the,control orientation since it would preclude systematic ejalu—
ations of‘compe;epée. .

" Although there is uhdodbtedly cqnsiderable'variance~in awareness,

there are many situations in which persons are quite awaré of their goais.

. Miller and Steinberg (1975) cutline six such situations: 1) if the Gut-

A

comes ef the encounter are_hncertein; 2) if it is important to one or more
participants that a given_eutcoge-occur} 3) if ﬁarticipanes are. not highly
skilled in séiec@ing or épplying available stfaéegie3° 4) if high levels
of effort are required 5) if the potential of negative outcomes is great;
or 6) if one .or more of the participants believe that they can be influ-
be a product of commuhication;a Even when the commuﬁicatef is relatively
unaware of his or her goals at the oueset, it is frobable that there are

any number of outcomes which would be immediately recognized as undesirable.
. n N\

‘Shoqu -one of these occur, the communicator will rapidly become aware of




A second dimension along which the goal-specification phase varies

is specificity Persons can enter into a given encounter with either quite
diffuse or sdite epecific'éoals in mind. A minimal goal is simply eliciting
~responsesrfrom others, but beyond this a considerable range of specificity
still existe. It has been hypothesized that the more specifically one ‘
formulates goals, the more spccessful he or she is likely to he (Miller &
Steinberg,‘l925); If for no other reason,~specificity would enhance the
efficiéncy with Vhich.the communicator could acquire information and make
strategy decieions.

The specificity dimension is conceptualized as independent of the aware-

Iy

ness dimension. One may have”a°high awareness of rather diffuee goals or one
may even have low awareness of qﬁite specific goaléi Specificity'refers
only‘to the level of elaboration in defining the gqal. This néed not neces-
sarily be related with awareness, '

. Goals may also vary as to their duration. They may be realized in a

given current encounter or they may require extended future interaction

Wheh the goal is viewed as a relatively long-term one, the ‘communicator
must be much more concetned with the identity maintenance of the other.

The perceived duration of the goal is also hypothesized to have an impact’

-

on the extent to which the communicator must acquire information about the

‘othér. -In short-term goal situationms, the communicator may require less

-

‘information to make predictions about. how to achieve his or her goal.

A fourth dimension along which the goal;specification phase varies is

mutuality. This dimension refers to the level of perceived contingency in

the goal. Jones and Gerard (1967) provide a useful typology of degrees of




contingency: 1) pseudocontingency-- the goals. of the communicators are

completely independent of one another; 2) asymmetrical contingency-- the

-goals of one communicator are dependent on the actions of another communi-

cator, but not vice versa; 3) reactive contingency-- the goals of each com-

municator are complétely determined by the preceding response of the other;

‘and’ 4) mutual contingency-- the goals of each communicator are determined

partly by the preceding responses of-the other and paitially by the individual's

" own plans or intérnal stimulation. As Jones and Gerard point out, these

categories differentiate ievels of self- and social-stimulation required for

géal—attainment. Although the issue is largely unresearched, it is reason~

able to presume that differences along this dimeasion would have an impacﬁ

-

on the type. and amount of information sought, the type of predicfions made

about the other, and the type of strategy selected.

P "
A final dimension of the goal-specification process is realism. This

continuum may be défined as the extent to which the communicator formulates

his or her goals in terms of the probability of attainment. . That is, some

persons formulate their goals relatively independently, while others may

define their goals more in terms of the on-going consequences of interaction.

»» Variation along this dimension would presumably have an impact on.the extent

'to'which~the individual continues to seek information and wmodify goals or .
éfrategies within an encouﬂter. -

In génerél it is hypothesized that persons will.be more effective or
coépetent when they are: l),aware'of their goals; 2) able to articulate
their goals with a moderate to high le&el of specificity; and 3) able 59 o
account for their potenéial for success tAroughout the interaction. Mbrg%»i

over, later phases such as information acquisition and strategy selection

10




will vary in structure as a consequence of the perceived levels of duration

and mutuality.

.-

Information Acquisition. It is intuitively obvious that control attempts

are based on iQformation about the other. Communicative behavior directed
towérd éaining knowledge or understanding is not independent of attempts to
gain control. Rather it is an identifiable phase of the overall control
process.. We don't éather information about others randemly. In fact,

many of our information acquisition attempts are highly focused and quite
deliberate. Information acquisitionvstragegies such as asking third parties
about the target person or sélf-disciosing in an attempt to get the target-
person t5.reveal similar'info;mation, for examplg, imply intent and perhaps
evel: a certain level ofudeliberationicn the user's part (cf; Berger, Gardner,
Parks, Schulman & Miller, 1976; Berger, 1976). Moréover, it is assumed

that information acquisition attempts arve directed toward .the achievement

of the user's goals (Miller & Steinberg, 1975; Berger, 1976).

Berger, et al. (1976) have posited three levels of knowledge or informa;

tion-- descriptive, predictive and explanatory. Descriptive information per-
tains to the current behavior, attitudes, characteristics or dispositions of
the other. Information thch yields }nferences about fuéure behavior,:atti-
tudes, characteriséics or dispositions is at the predictive level. When
‘informatiSn acquisition istdirectgd Eoward the géﬁéraéion of a limited number
of potential causal aqtfibutions for the otﬁer's behavior, the explanatory
level is reached. ‘Inia later paper Berger (1976) hypothesize§ thit each
successive lewe) requi;es more complex cognitive operations and a greater

expenditure of cognitive effort. To the extent that this is true, it

would suggest that communicators may tailor their information acquisition

’




activities to the requirements of their goals. Many of vur gdalé Efﬁkﬁbly
don't require information at the explanatory level. Routine saie; tfa;s-
actioés, f;r example, do not require any kind of general éxplaﬁatory attri-
butional framework for successfu% completion. In‘}act, attempts to gain

B

understanding or insight into the salesperson at this deeper level may even

hinder the transaction. On the other hand, when the goal is a lpng-texm oﬁe
or one whic¢h necessitates intimacy, the communicator will have greater in-
formation acquisition. needs. Additionally, informatioﬁ'acquisition acti-~
vities d?y:increésé when -the goal is--ambiguously or incompletely specified
or’ when the context is novel or ambiguous to one or more of the communicators.
In eachb case the nature of the information acquisition process is partially
’ depeﬁde;; upon the dynamics of tﬁe overali control process. - -

At each of the three levels of information a second Aistinction can
be drawn. This is the distinction between stimulus generalization and -
stimulus discrim*nation functions {c.. Miller & Steinberg, 1975). The
former refers to attempts to acquire.or apply information so as to iso-

late similarities between the current situation or other and previous

situations and/or persons. The latter refers to :Qg»qég of information

té identify unique -aspeets of the other~q; situation. From the standpoiné
of predicting how the other will respond and selecting strategies for goal-
atfainment, each function would seem equally important. However, there

are a number of individual difference faéto;s which ﬁéy mediate these
functions. Highly authoritarian or -dogmatic persoas, for exémple, appear

to make only a reiatiygly small number .of crude stimulus discriminations

(Adormno, Frenkel-Bfunswik,.Levdnson & Sanford, 1950;'Rokeach; 1960). A

similar observation might be made about low cognitiQely cou;plex.individpalsw

2>

12
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(cf. Schroder, Driver & Streufert, 1967). Conversely, highly Machiavellian

individuals are wore likely to possess enhanced discrimination and geneérali-

zation skills (Christie & Geis, 19685. These considerations suggest that the ‘

~information acquisition phase will be dependent both on the nature of the

goals and ‘the individual characteristics of the communicator.

Prediction-Making. Information is actively used to make predictions

‘(Berger; et al., 1976; Berger, 1976; Niller'&'Steinberg, 1975). Although

'closely associated with the information acquisition phase, prediction-

| 7’7

making is not necessarily a simple extension of acguisition activitj ,
3 L.

fPrediction-making implies cognitive,activity beyond the simple collation o

1

of information, These,actiyities can be—categorized along the following
- ) . ' ‘ ) .~ '5,1; - i l .
five dimensions} l) accuracy; 2) goal—rgl&&ance; 3) temporal position;

* M

4) level,,and 5) confidence. The nature and'ﬁu@lications of each dimension

-

.“1__‘
.are outline§ below.

A _- ‘The first and most obvious dimension of prediction-making activities

~, R

-

is accuracy. Accuracy is most commonly conceptualized.as.the ability to '

correctly redict \or assess the other's behavioral or internal states.
e predie , . ,

-

Inaccuracv can ari§e~from several sources'such as: a) haVing insufficient

' information, b) having d1storted or’ irrelevant information, or c) failing

A
- -

.to.account for contextual or personal changes occurring between ‘the -time

information was acquired and- the time it was- organized to make a- prediction.

The second'dimension, goal relevance, refers\to thé impact of the
0 . ’

ggal .on pfediction—making activities. Different goals ‘may demand rather

different types~of predictions. Although it is incomplete, a. typology

»

-suggested hleones and Thibaut (1958). is suggestive. These inVestigators 0~

““examined differénces in prediction-making actoss three geéneral types .of

P
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inte;actién goals:‘ a) value-maintenance goals-—- in which the communicator
is attempfing to éssess the other's attractiveness or rgward.qualities; b)~
causal-genetic goal sets-- in whiéh the communicator is attempting tohdevelop
an-underspanding of the other's persbnalit;; énd c) situation-matchipg goal

sets=- in which the communicator is attempting to e&aluate the appropriate-

>

ness of the other's attitudes or behaviors. According to Jjones and Thibaut

the nature of prediction-making activities will vary ac a function of which,

- of the goal ‘sets is relevant. Situation-matching seﬁs, for example, imply
predictions about the rélationship between the other's actions or attitudes

and group or cultural attitudes, values and norms. The bredictive focus
- for Qé;ue-maintenance,seté'ié‘po;e self<directed and.i&iqsyhcratic; while

* the causal-genetic goal set 'implies a focus on the history andridiosyncra;ié

) . . . _ 5 v, - ’ )
v hualitiés of .the other. Thus, each goal set implies a somewhat different -

~

focus for prediqtion;méking actiyitie;. . | .

Predictipns—aiéo vary accordiﬁg—to their temporal positién. Some

- ’

°

.piédidtionsigre‘@ade'about the relétiqnshipszgmongApreviougly—acquired

.

pieces of information. Berger (1975) refers to these as retroactive attri-

u ' o

butions an&isuggqststfhap they,pla}\a{ﬁgjor role in .developing explanations.
for the other's behavior. Other predictions are made about actions, ér‘diS?'
pcsitional 'states in the }mmédiate’fgture. Still other p:edictian pertain

) . Y ] , q ) SRR
to-actions in the more distant future. At this latter end of the temporal -
@ ' T S -
‘gqntinuup{predictions‘often have d'-contingent quality about_them. That is,
. f ’ o T T . ©
they predict responses to potential future behaviors of the comminicator.

- i 7 R 4 , .,
Distinctions. in prediction~making along this: continuum are perhaps most

°

gaéily‘%gen,in game sYituations. The chess player, for example, will attempt

to organizé knowledge-of his opponent's previous moves into a prediction

P
'S
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‘whwfgegarding the opponent's overall strategy. He is also likely to make'pre~

. dictioné‘about the opponent's. moves in the -immediate future as well as about:
: ) <y L. Lo
how thé(oiponent is likely to respond to his own moves in the future. Since

S -

each of fhese predictions will have a somewhat different informational base,

.'

the invéstigator must account for the temporal position of the predictions

vw[

‘ being made. -

ca be called level. Coorienta ibn theory.and Laingws (Laing, Phillipson &

X . .8 - ‘ /] ) Y
: : ) 17 e, 1966) interpersonal perception approach provide the basis for conceptuali- -
zi

ng this dimension,’ Laing -a d ‘his associates delineate several levels of

*

-

perceptions or predictions:

- ’ ) Direct,P rspective:, What the communicator perceives \
I ) about some issue object or person, X.

Metaperspective: What the communicator predicts ‘the
. ) L other pereives about X.-

\ Metamétaperspeétive: What the communicator predicts the:
‘ /e . other predicts about th2 communicator's
views .6f X.. ‘ ) . S

'!

»

- Although Laing and his associates 8o on to examine even higher leVels of

3

perception and‘prediction, these are sufficient to make the point that each

\\

different level requires a somewhat different informational base and imposes

a different test of accuracy. #In general it is hjpothesized that the amount

»
“~

{

. ?nd complexity of cognitive activity"increases with lezﬁl
i
|

The final dimension along which We can assess prediction-making activities
S

1s confidence. The communicator s 1evel of confidence in ‘his or her pre~

v

2 - o 'dictions should influence -the overall control process in several ways. . B

1

- ‘ = 1

d . : When confidence is low, for example, we would expect ‘that the communicat_or~




Cagacqse nw oo Laay
-~

‘ \ )
_ would increase his or her monitoring of incoming information, impose a more

present-oriented temgoral position on predictions, and perhaps even select

-

a greater variety of strategies for consideration.
Although there is little research on the issue, several factors might

be hypothesized as determinants of;the com@unicator'silevel of confidence.
One 'of these is the sheer amount of information upon which the prediction
- - N - !

is based. In general an ipcreasing function linking amount of information

.. with the level of confidence is shggested; However,,this function is i
probabiy not monotoniszince there may be limits on~the\communicator's‘}
abiIit?'to.processvlaréeﬂéndggfsi?f;dataz- Cronbach (1955), for exanple,

. discusses several statisticailreasons why incteased information- can lead

N
-~

to decreased predictive accixacy. Presumably,‘these might also generate |

) a3 . .t . -
decreased confidence after a certain ‘point. A second determinant of con-

+ . fidence is the level of‘information used. Explanatory information allows
the communicator to derive specific predicétions set within a—broader ¢

L S

causal framework and thus may inspire greater confidence than predictions
- 7/

‘made without Such a base. A third determinant of confidence is the degree

of .consistency in'the'informational~base, WThat"iSQ the cdmmunicator s -

" level of confidénce in his or her predictions is likely to be lower when.

- ~

‘they are based on inconsistent or conflicting pieces‘of\informAtion about |

) therothera TAn'additional determinant,of confiderice may beﬂthe=communi—

cator's previous level of accuracy. If ‘he or ‘she has been inaccurate
. )
\ in previous predictions about the other, we would expect current levels of

.- . .

confidence to. be: lower.

B . <

- ) >
StrategylSeléction. The«preceding phases all provide bases for the

1:

N

~

~selection of a specific control strategy. Relatively littie s known

I

4
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1967; Marwell & Schmitt, 19693 Miller, et. al,”1976). Efforts to isolate ' |

« .‘. \ . L £, . . N T
the personality and situational variables me&iating Strategy choices are -

\Ihese stycies suggest that persons are most Likely to emplgy a criteria -

° which;;; based .on the positiyeness of the strategy. ,?erSons' initial -

and/or emotional responseS{ None of these studies, however, examine

later stfétegy décisions. That is, little is known about secondéry selection

:cator's strategic repertoire. Assuﬁing that(persong\encounter substantial

about the strategy selection process. The persuasion literature has pro-

vided extensive information about strategies in public communication con-

- . »

texts. However, mich of this is prescriptiye-- it tells us more about

what people ought ﬁo do thanwabout what they actually do. More importantly, . Lo

t

there is no analogous literature pertaining. to interpersonal situations. ' ._:

The bulk of the existing literature in this area focuses on the develop-

.

ment and testing of stfétegy typologieéh(e.g,, Wood,Weinstein & Parker,

\\’

relatively recent (Kaminski McDétmott & Boster, 1977; Boster 1977).
M / - 1

3

“

strategy selections are based on an attempt to evoke positive behavioral ‘

s,

ériteria employed vhen initial choices fail to schieve the desired outcomes;\.

These studies also suggest the presence ofksignificant individual differences - -
o .
in critcria and strategy selection-- although they do not specify the per-

sonality dimensions along which these differences occur.

¢S

In general we might speculate that~competence in strategy choice,is a.

. ~

fuhction‘of two factorS; The'first of these is'the size of the commuri-

7

"~

_variety in situatiOns, it is probably fair to‘suggesé that the competent

communicatot is one who has a large stock of strategies from which to choose.

- % P 5

Such a person will have greater flexibility in adapting to changing rela-

tionships and contexts over time. s f : ; . o e

Ty




&

in this latter .set of.contexts is clear or well,organizedl

The second factor has to do with the ability to selectively apply
various influence strategies. Persons who use the same strategies over and

over are unlikely to be maximally successful (Miller & Steinberg, 1975).

.In fact -such rigid interaction styles are often _associated with the develop-

ment oprsychopathology (e.g., Haley, 1964; Murrell & Stachowiak, l965;

Watzlawick, Beavin & Jackson, 1967; Beels & Ferber"l969).

v

. Strategy Implementation. It is possible to reach this phase and

still fail to achieve one's 'goals because of a lack of strategy implementa- .

Ki
{y

tion- skills. The primaryaemphasis for the communication scientist is on

»

"
-

—skills,pf verbal encodingf’ The communicator must, of course, have the

“ ability to use language effectively. This includes the ability to. employ

% ¢ ‘ \

any specialized terms or jargons required by the audience or context.

[

‘However, beyond saying that encoding should be clear,,well,organized and

- . B " . M

. . . i
responsive to the audience, existing research provides scant explication

. 14 )
- ~ ~ .
¢ t

.

of,this phase. This is:espeéially trye if one moves from'the,context of
W

\ - ——

public speaking to the more fluid context of interpersonal relationships.

[t

Relatively little 1is known about the factors influencing ‘whether a message

E S

LT Z \
Environmental’TeSting. The final phase of the control process involves

«

A

evaluating the effectiveness of strategies selected. Following Altman and

_Taylor (l973) it is suggested that communicators routinely "critique" their

>

interactions in an attempt to determine the desirability of outcomes. The

.

ab‘lity to make these evaluations will be aﬁfunction of several .factors.

Some of “these may be béyond the r‘Ommunicator"s=immediate control. It may be,
) ot

‘for ekample, that the target person is unable or unwilling to provide feed-_

back to the’ communicator. Other aspects of environmental testing, however,

: N “«




o

\
are more fully determined by the actions of the communicator himself or her-

self. Many of these have toldo'with the outcome of the goal specification

stage. The more specifically‘the-goal was formulated, the less ambiguous s
L. \ - ) N . i \

is the test of effectiveness. Behavioral goals are.probably more easily ¢
assessed than goals involv1ng cognitive or’ affective states’in the other.

At least the general thrust of the behavioral objectfves literature in edu-

cation~would suggest such a .view. The communicator must also be .sensitive .
o v§ o3 N '4 . i -~
& to the timing of the evaluation. If the goal is long-term or if there is

k

a delay between strategy implementation and'effect, the communicator must
S 2

P

be able to test the environment at the,appropriate point. Finally, one .', A

<7

- might’ speculate that mutual or joint goals are more difficult to assess than
"

&A. “dndividual goals. The former requires that the communicator test the behaviors, .
. “

attitudes or dispositions of several parties while the latter implies .a much

’

more restricted set of environmental tests.

te
-’

5 Summagz. §ik‘general phases of the control process were ‘identified: ;

Y
1) goal-specifidation; ZXinforma_tion acquisition; 3) prediction-making; 4) :

©  strategy selection; 5) st etegy implementation; and é) environmental testing,

" Unlike several previous coéceptualizations of competén?y, this perspective

views competence not as a characteristic of .the communicator but rather as

Y L ]

a characteristic of the proces by which the communicator interacts with his o

- or. her physical and social\envi gnment. Such a view implies that competence

is learned Much, of this- perspective is analogous to conceptualizations of
s

social learning theory (e.g., Millet\& Dollard,"l94l; Bandura & Walters 1963). "

Although‘it has ‘not been egpliciﬁiz recognized, this conceptualization

in the control process-» similar

also implies a strong iterative quali

34
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i960).l Goal 5Ltainment is viewed as the culmination of a series of control

4]

e

i

iy . )
- attempts. /i -
A "\
3 %
Compari on with Other Perspectives,on Competence :
f,%-‘\ ‘ c

While thé control orientation~is implicit in many existing views of .

13

competence, id has not been consistently applied or explicatedg. One. of the

1
*

obstacles to such an explication has been tne'tendency to emphasize the

’

goals of the competént communicator rather than the process by which those

’ N * . '
[ R " S

goals are achieved. To a great extent competence thus becomes the degree .
to which the individual pursues the "right" or socially desirable goals with

>

* the most socially desirable set of strategies. Assessing competence becomes

~

a, dual question of assessing a set of facts (i. e., "Did the’ communicator

R achieve his or her goals?") and a set of values (i. e., Were his or her goals

appropriate, right or desirable’") Even if the investigator can find'Some

position from which he or she can defend a value orientation, considerable,

' - -
i " . —t

- ' ambiguity.ﬁaylremain. This ambiguity arises—from‘the difficulty and res-

" ‘trictiveness imposed by the need to* simultaneously satiSfy very different

and often conflicting criferia. To illustrate this problem~the remainder

of the sectiop examines four of the more .common components. found in existing

<

" views of competence. These are: '1) rewardingness or Supportiveness;,Z)

2 " - . . - .
identity maintenance; 3) eémpathy and perspective-taking; and-4) openness or

" ) . . “ Y-

-

self-disclosure.‘ Obviously these are not the only factors in existing

conceptuaiizations. However they are typical of the existing literatureand
’ v

areamong the more common components across the existing perspectives.

‘ /.

~
~ . "

.~
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¥ * - \ -
Rewardingness and Supportiveness. Several views of competence suggest

.

that the competent communicator is one who.can effegtively reward or support

the other as a part of or in addition to his or her personal goals (e.g.,

) A
Argyle, 1969; Wiemann, 1975; Pearce, 1976). . - .

In many situations inclusion of this component is consistent with

both effectiveness and value criteria. Where the goal has a relatively

long duration, some minimal level of continuing -support or reward to the

Y

other is- probably necessary to preserve the relationship A similar; A .

"~ - -
»

observation might be made about situations in which the communicator's goals
Ky \‘
are highly contingent upon or similar to: the.goals of the other. .

P Ve

However, it is possible to point to a number of common situations in,

which the inclusion of a reward or support compOnent creates inconsistent

effectivenass and value assessments. In highly ritualized communication

-

transactions, for example, achieving one 's goals may not require rewarding

°

or supporting the other. To take the time to offer rewards or support to* -

“

a salesperson may be competent from a value perspective, but may be irrelevant

" ‘or even counterproductive from an effectiveness perspective. The inter-

’action may'be so brief that extensive rewards are not necessary to maintain,

it. Or,° as in the case of a salesperson, the other 8 rewards ‘may come .

from the communicator only indirectly The communicator may possess enough )
3
power over the other .that he or she can achieve desirable. outcomes without

. -
+

rextensive support of the other. In othervsituations the communicator's.

x\ .

goal may acttally be to discipline or punish the other. In éach of these

cases attempts to ‘simultaneously apply both effectiveness and value criteria
lead  to ambiguity .and contradiction.

P

’
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Identity Maintenance. Closely associated with the previous component

. v
is the notion that competent communicators act in ways which maintain,

support, or confirm the identity of the other (cf. Goffman, 1959; Weinstein,

Y ,
- 1966; Pearce, 1976). Again, however, there are any number of situations

in. which confirming the ‘identity may be counterproductive from an effective- .

4'( N - . . .
~>ness or control perspe&tive. Interestingly, many of these situations occur

-

-in thefapeutic settihgsi Vernon (1962), for example, suggests that the -
therapists' goals often require"placiﬁg the patient in a-paradoxical and,

disconfirming position. Haley (1963) contends that all of*the various

A i -

schools of therapy have one -ommonality-- that of placing the client in a

1

paradoxical situation.: ‘. . - N

[y

In fairness it should be noted ‘that many situations do require confirma~

1 i . N
. ~ tion of the other's identity. But to Llimit the conceptualization of com-

- »

; peienqe to thesé situations implies an overl%?restricted range of applica-
3 u. - ‘g ’ s
tion. Such a limitation is not easily justified.either on- grounds of

- o

< . , )
effectivenesg or .a particular value orientation.

‘ -

If the researcher attempts to-operate from effectiveness and value

-

C perspectives simultanedusly, even more difficult issués arise.- At- some

: - -

point attempts at competency assessment are met with the ethical question
- of whether a competent communicator can.pursue desirable epds,by means of

undesirable strategies.. My point'is not that such queStions are unanswerable

[

- or_that thef should not be asked Rather, the issue at hand is whether or .

not they need to be answered in order to explicate a basic communication

. ; *  concept. Traditional scfentific values such as CIarity and parsimony

-
-

" would probably argue against‘explicatiohs which made such requirements.
. H

v
N
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Empathypand Perspective-Taking. Perhaps the most frequently hypo- -

thesized characteristic of the competent communicator is empathy (e.g.,
Foote & Cottrell, 1955; Bochner & Kelly, 19743 Delia & 0'Keefe, 1975;
Wiemann? 1975). Unfortunately, the concept of empathy hasabeen‘so abused
that its precise meanihg is not always clear (Gunkle, 1963). It sometimes
takes on almost mystical qualities. Images of empathy .as "crawling inside
another person's skin and seeing the world through his eyes" (Carkhuff,
1973) are of’limited utility to the communication scientist
. Closely related is the role- or perspective-taking process , Some
choose to define empathy as the ability to take the role of the other
(e 8e» Bochner & Kelly, 1974) Taking the role,of the other requires an

. ability to move from ego~centered perceptions to the use of more other- )

6riented‘perceptual sets (Delia & O'Keefe, 1975). Developmental psycho-

!logists differ over. how and where the distinction betWeen ego~centric pro-_ _

x ‘-g.

jection and ° 'genuine empathy" is to be drawp (cf. Chandler, 1973; Shantz,

1975).

- Although-an incredible diversity of conceptualizations for these

’ 7concepts can be fouhd in the literature, the*common elementris almost all
of these is the qotion that empathy or perspective-taking involves the

+ ability to accurately predict the behavioral or dispositional state of‘th\\

‘other Some definitions limit themselves to this elément (eig., Dymond,’
1949). Most other treatments, however, add features to this basic aspect.
§totlapd, Sherman and Shaver (1971),. for example, view empathy as a sort ~
of affective mirroring in which the communicator actoally shares the

s

emotions of the other. Other investigators suggest that to be empathic

LY

.3
il
.

>3,
‘\.-.

.one ‘fust not only be able to predict the responses'of the other, but must * ~
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also communicate this understanding to the other (e.g., Pierce & Drawgow,

1969; Wiemann, 1975). As Miller and Steinberg (1975) point out,. many of

. the conceptualizations of empathy append its pPredictive component with a

component. that calls for the Provision of some reward such as confirma-
tion for the other.
Several observations flow from a consideration of these concepts.

First, empathy has a long history of conceptual ambiguity. Conceptuali-

zations of perspective-taking also share some of this historical murkiness.
/ .

As a result it is questionnable whéther their usp in the explication of
communicarion competence yields much in terms of clarity and pParsimony..

Second investigators of competence rarely specify the object of

N

empathy. That 1s, we .are rarely given insight into what aspects of‘the

other require an empathic response. In contrast _the control perspective

N

outlined in the previous section suggests rather specific applications

Kand boundaries for the predictﬁon -of the other's behaviors or dispositions.

Third empathy is usually included in conceptualizations of -competence

vi Y

" without qualification. That is, empathy or perspeqtive-taking is included

v

as a positive value in and of itse1f However, the unqualified inclusion
of these concepts can. create ambiguity~ At a minimum the communicator
must empathizé with.or predict only those aspects of the other which are

relevant to goal-attainment. Mbreover, there are many situations in which

taking the role of the’ other can be awkward 1f not dysfunctional. - The
§

‘employer, for example, can not be overly concerned with upderstanding or

sharing the feelings of an employee about to be fired In fact, too great
an attempt at empathy or perspective-taking may inteérfere with the employer s

ability to achieve bis or her‘goal. In short, the inclusion of-these

~
.

"

-+ 24
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concepts in the explication of competence on unqualified value or effective-
ness criteria is overly ambiguous and restrictive.

Self-Disclosure. A final characteristic frequently attributed to the

competent communicator. is openness or self-disclosure (Argyris, 1965;

¥

.Bochner & Kelly, 1974). Disclo:r ire is often included implicitly in the more

humanistic conceptualizations of competence and interpersonal communication

(e.g., Rogers, 1961; Jourard, 1968' 1971). Again, however, the‘unqualified

. inclusion of this variable on value grounds creates contradiction and am-

»

.biguity for any sort of effectiveneSs or control criterion. "

To be sure, disclosure is essential from both a value and a control

S

“perspective in many situations; The communicator may believe that the other

o~

will require personal infOrmation in order to properly reward him. In thera; ¢

-peutic and quasi-therapeutic settings disclosure may be rewarding in itself.

( .
On the other hand, there are many situations in which disclosure is inappro-

+ »

priate, if not counterproductive from the\standpoint of,etfeCtiveness.

Thibaut and Keliy,(1959), for example, note that one -is often more likely to

achieve his or her goals wpeo the other does not have extensive in}ormstion.
The potentiai valhe/effectiveness‘contridictioh’is perhaps most easiiy

seen in the case of_deceptive communication. Disclosure implies a willing-

oy

ness to reveal and discuss oné's ovy feelings.(Boohner & Kelly, 1974).. As,

-

a result the use of deceptive strategies would be viewed as a sign of in~

»

competence in many of these existing perspectives. However, the widespread

't

-

-use of deceptive ‘communication. Suggests that it does serve some positive

-

function from the standpoigt Of_effectiveness. Among the more commonly .

-

mentioned positive functions are efficiency, avoidance of negative sanctions

and relational eépiiibrium (cf. Wolk & Henley,.1970; Knapp, Hart & Dennis, 1974). ~
v - ‘




Discussion

Conceptualizations of comnunication competency are abundant in the

. 2

-existing speech communication literature. Some are explicit, but most
-are assumed and implicit. The control orientation is the central theme

in almost all of these. Competent communicators are those individuals who

‘are sucdeésful in fulfilling their needs, maximizing rewards or attaining

their goals. Attempts to explicaté this basic definition, however, have .
N . k4

either encountered or created two major obstacles. -
The first of these has to do with- a general failure to adequately

specify the phases or antecedents of the actual control process. The

prase.-

reader is told that the competent communicator achieves his or her goals,
but relatively litth‘§bput how chis is done. A$ a result, we are left

with discussion which are‘iﬁcomplete at best and ambiguous at worst.

L] x, .

The present paper has attempted to: explore the nece8sary requirements\bf .
the coritrol orientatiqn. Six general;phases were identified: 1) goal-

specification; 2)—infornation-acquisitioﬁﬁ 3) prediction-making; 4)

- s,

strategy selection, S) strategy implementation; and 6) environmental testing.

Although ‘their actual content or structure may vary across situations,

these general phases are preseit in allratrempts to exert control ‘through
. U - s e
communication. ‘ | . , »

-
]

»

. " 'In addition to specifying'these general dimensions of the control

process, a number of * subphases or dimensions were discussed within each

-

phase. These were introduced in an attempt to account for the situational

kg

and relational diversity in control attempts. ‘The approach taken here

suggests that communication competence is a function of the communicator ‘S.

-
—~

ability to'successfully;cogtroluhis or her environment., Competenceris

) = . o .
- - . e R o
.o
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not so,much a quality of'an,individual as ‘a quality of interaction or

N

R commuvication with the. surrounding physical and social envirOnment.

N This implies that people can be competent in some situations and incompetent
ﬁ

in others. Unlike most previous conceptualizations, the present paper
i . 2
views competence.as an environmental response rather than an individual

trait, - ‘ ' T t
— . ’ o, .
> "‘ * .
The second major obstacle facing the investigator has been the rather

'casual mixing of effectiveness and value perspectives. After outlining

the: basic control perspective, ‘many previous investigators go on to add
- [{

: dimenéions of competence which do. not consistently or—coherently flow -

from'the,control perspective itself. In many cases, these dimensions

~ . -

can not be defended on grounds of enhancing.goal-attainment. Rewardingness,

7_identity maintenance, empathy and self disclosure were used as illustra—

4 -

tions of this difficulty. I am not arguing that these factors have nothing

to do with competence. Rather, they are relevant in some situations, but
oo -
irrelevant in others. The argument is that these factors are most ’clearly

and coherently viewed as strategic decisions Jdnstead of general character-

~——..‘,.

. istics of competency. _That is,,self-disclosure is not a:trait of the com-

petent commpnicator,.but ratherka'stfategic décision made by a communicator.

A -~

'Thus, -the decision to disclose{Will«be a sign of’competency in some situa-

tions, but a’'sign of incompetency in others. In its discussion of the

>

general phases of the control process the present paper attempts to explore

o ]

. the criteria«by*which sdch~decisions are made. '

-

"Much remains to be done before a complete explication of competency

“v.

L

can. be. offered. several points the need for further research was noted.

A Y
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A number of hypotheses were advatnced in this paper.

A i

It is hoped that these

will serve to direct and stimulate research in the area of communication

competency.
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